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The Ca2D-Induced Structural Changes in Troponin In-Situ and In-Vitro:
A FRET Study in Permeabilized Cardiac Muscle Fibers and Reconstituted
Thin Filaments
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Ca2þ binding to N-domain of cardiac troponin C (N-cTnC) initiates a cascade
of structural changes within the thin filament. Among these changes, Ca2þ-in-
duced structural changes in troponin play a critical role in the allosteric regu-
lation of the force-generating acto-myosin interactions. Although previous
in-vitro studies have provided insight into these structural changes, how they
are modulated by geometric and mechanical constraints conferred by the sarco-
meric lattice structure in muscle tissue remains unknown. Recently we have
developed a technique to quantitatively measure these structural changes in
chemically-skinned muscle fibers using time-resolved FRET. In this study,
we use this technique to monitor the Ca2þ-induced N-cTnC opening in skinned
muscle fibers and compare the obtained results to in-vitro studies. FRET
donor (AEDANS) and acceptor (DDPM) modified double-cysteine mutant
cTnC(13C/51C)AEDANS-DDPMwas reconstituted into skinned muscle fibers
to examine the N-cTnC opening. To study the effects of crossbridge and
sarcomere-length based activation on this structural change, simultaneous
measurements of fluorescence intensity decays and isometric tension were
performed. Our results show that at steady-state, the Ca2þ-induced N-cTnC
opening is proportional to muscle force development, but the level of opening
varies depending on the presence or absence of strong crossbridges (XB). For
instance, in the presence of sodium vanadate (inhibitor of XB) no Ca2þ-induced
force response was observed, but Ca2þ-induced opening of N-cTnC in the fi-
bers was evident but with a smaller magnitude. Furthermore, when compared
to in-vitro measurements, results from muscle fibers suggest that N-cTnC
may adopt a more compact structure in muscle fibers due to the constraints
imposed by the myofilament lattice structure. The effects of the myofilament
lattice structure on structural dynamics of N-cTnC are also discussed in terms
of FRET distance distributions.
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Association of the regulatory N-domain of cardiac troponin C (cNTnC) with
the switch region of cardiac troponin I (cTnI147-163) is a major step in Ca
2þ
regulation of myocardial contraction by troponin as it triggers a series of
downstream events that leads to contraction. Investigation of this interaction
in the presence and absence of ligands, including Ca2þ and cardiotonic drugs,
is important to understanding the regulation of cardiac contraction. This is
commonly studied in vitro using isolated cNTnC and cTnI147-163; however,
this does not accurately reflect the in situ environment since cNTnC and
cTnI147-163 are spatially confined in the myofibril by being attached to their
respective structural scaffold domains, the C-domain of cTnC (cCTnC) and
the troponin T binding region of cTnI (cTnI80-136). We have designed, ex-
pressed and characterized a cardiac chimera (cChimera) protein containing
cNTnC linked to cTnI144-173 through a linker containing a tobacco etch virus
or thrombin protease cleavage site (similar to skeletal chimera of Tiroli et al,
2005). Our results show that Ca2þ binding to cChimera (KD 0.15 5
0.05 mm) is tighter than to cNTnC (KD 2.6 5 0.1 mm) and to that observed
in skinned muscle fibers (KD 1.2 mm). We assessed binding of the calcium
sensitizer dfbp-o, and desensitizer W7, and show that cChimera is particularly
useful for studying and searching interactions of cNTnC-cTnI144-173 with
potential agonists. Our cChimera also facilitates the production of the switch
cTnI peptide using bacterial cultures by enzyme specific proteolysis after
expression along with cNTnC. The dynamic properties of cChimera, along
with Ca2þ and drug binding properties, make cChimera a convenient system
for the investigation of regulation of troponin by small molecules that target
the cTnC-cTnI interface.
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Conformation and Dynamics of the Troponin I C-Terminal Domain
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The troponin complex acts as a molecular switch in striated muscle cells to reg-
ulate myosin attachment to and isomerization on actin filaments. Transitions
between the inactive and active states of the cardiac thin filament require exten-
sive domain movements and binding exchanges involving the C-terminaldomain of cardiac troponin I (TnI-C, residues 130-210). Mutations in TnI-C
are associated with hypertrophic cardiomyopathy, highlighting the importance
of this domain in regulating cardiac contraction. However, the conformation
and dynamics of TnI-C are poorly characterized due to order/disorder transi-
tions between binding states, leaving mechanistic details undetermined for
both wild-type and diseased complexes. TnI-C is likely disordered in solution
and the unbound state [1], coupling binding and folding as it fly-casts onto its
actin/tropomyosin binding site to block myosin access to actin [2].
Here we use a combination of computational and experimental techniques to
probe the conformation and dynamics of TnI-C in its multiple binding states,
using pairwise fluorescence measurements applicable to both the solution-
state and the thin filament-docked complex. Our molecular dynamics simula-
tions are consistent with TnI-C disorder in the unbound state; simulations be-
ginning from a helical model unfold regardless of starting orientation or the
presence of the rest of the complex, and there is no consensus structure in
the disordered state over multiple 50 ns simulations of the free domain.
Remarkably, the presence of the N-terminal globular head of troponin C affects
TnI-C conformation in silico, emphasizing the importance of interdomain and
intermolecular interactions in the troponin complex.
1. Julien, O., Mercier, P., Allen, C.N., Fisette, O., Ramos, C.H.I, et al. (2011)
Proteins 79: 1240-1250.
2. Zhou, Z., Li, K-L, Riek, D. Ouyang, Y., Chandra, M., Dong, W.J. (2012)
J. Biol. Chem. 287(10): 7661-7674.
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The role of sarcomeric mutations in pathological cardiac-remodeling is not well
understood. Furthermore, the constant modulation of myofilament contractility
by post-translational modifications (PTM) of regulatory proteins, to adapt to
a frequently changing circulatory demand, adds to the complexity. Therefore,
we investigated how such a PTM in cardiac troponin I (cTnI) interacted with
D230N (a dilated cardiomyopathy-related a-tropomyosin mutation), to alter
the contractile properties of the myofilament. We reconstituted the pseudophos-
phorylated form of cTnI (cTnID23/D24) into detergent-skinned papillary muscle
fibers from non-transgenic (NTG) and transgenic D230N mice, to mimic
PKA-mediated phosphorylation in response to b-adrenergic stimulation. We
carried out mechanical and dynamic studies on cTnID23/D24-D230N and control
fibers at sarcomere length 2.3 mm. The pCa-tension relationship revealed that
cTnID23/D24 decreased the pCa50 (-log10 [Ca
2þ]free required for half maximal
activation) from 5.6150.02 to 5.3450.01 in NTG fibers and from
5.4950.02 to 5.2250.01 in D230N fibers. Thus, cTnID23/D24 uniformly de-
creased pCa50 by 0.27 pCa units in both NTG and D230N fibers. Interestingly,
D230N mutation also uniformly decreased pCa50 by 0.12 pCa units, regardless
of the phosphorylation status of cTnI. This indicates that cTnID23/D24 and
D230N act independently to exert an additive effect of decreasing myofilament
Ca2þ sensitivity. Therefore, under sub-maximal concentrations of Ca2þ, the
amount of force produced would be greatly impaired, resulting in systolic
dysfunction.
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We have previously shown that two specific regions (residues 1-43 and residues
44-73) in rat cardiac troponin T (RcTnT) have divergent effects on contractile
function against an a-myosin heavy chain (a-MHC) background (Mamidi
et al., Abstract: Biophys J , vol.100, Issue 3, p586a, 2010). Because the effects
of Tn isoforms are modulated by an interplay with MHC, we hypothesized that
the divergent effects of residues 1-43 and residues 44-73 in cTnT would be
further modulated by a shift in MHC isoform to b-MHC. This has a direct bear-
ing on understanding the effects of alterations in cTnT and MHC isoforms not
only in health but also in disease. We generated two recombinant mutants
(RcTnT1-43 and RcTnT44-73) by deleting residues 1-43 and 44-73 in RcTnT,
respectively. We studied contractile function by reconstituting RcTnT1-43 and
RcTnT44-73 recombinant proteins into detergent-skinned papillary muscle
fibers from normal rat hearts (a-MHC) and propylthiouracil-treated rat hearts
(b-MHC). Our data shows that functional alterations induced by RcTnT1-43
and RcTnT44-73 were different in a-MHC vs. b-MHC fibers. For example,
RcTnT1-43 decreased both Ca
2þ-activated maximal tension (by ~46%) and
